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Introduction to Mark’s Gospel – St Michael’s February 2009 

You may have heard it said that this is ‘the year of Mark’ – Why?

How are the Bible readings chosen for most Sundays?

· the Lectionary – used by most of the main Western churches – incl. Roman Catholics

· three year cycle – Matthew, Mark and Luke – with John every year (but more in Mark’s year)

THREE THINGS IT IS NOT . . . . . 

1.  It was not meant to be read as a book – but read out loud

only relatively recent history that many people  have read it

but still, many do not read the Bible or anything – e.g. Area Bank Manager who did not read

2.  It is not a well-written text - the Greek used is quite poor
is has in it (I am told) bits of Latin and Semetic idioms and syntax in it

3.  It is not an unbiased piece of work – very much biased

so it is not like a local history booklet – attempting to be inclusive and comprehensive

a.  It is written with a concern for the poor

· in a culture where 95% of people were seriously poor

· poor and shamed - it was considered their fault that they were poor

· BEGGARS:  leprosy sufferers, deaf, dumb, blind, crippled, lame and possessed

· DEPEDENT: widows, orphans, day labourers (no job security, no land), slaves

· SINNERS: mixed race people, the illegitimate, prostitutes, tax collectors, usurers, 

· DEPRIVED:  persecuted, downtrodden, captives, the heavy laden, hungry, weeping, little ones, the least, the last and the lost

Once you were in these categories it was hard to get out.  You remain unclean.

 - to get clean – elaborate ceremonial process that cost money

 - these people had been made into sinners by the scribes and Pharisees 


b.  it is written to powerless people living in the Roman Empire 
       – inviting them to an alternative empire – the kingdom of God

"The time has come.  The Kingdom/Empire of God is near.”

4.  These people needed ‘Good News’ 

Gospel = GOOD NEWS

· term was used when the emperor/king won a battle, or got another new wife

· it had deep roots in the OT – “How beautiful on the mountains are the feet of the one who brings Good News”  Isa 52.7

·  “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me because he has anointed me to proclaim Good News to the poor” Isa 61.1

A fanfare to say that help (salvation) is at hand – not just saving souls to go heaven when you die

5. Mark’s Gospel is not so much about teaching – unlike the other gospels

it was more about what he did – SYMBOLIC actions

no Sermon on the Mount here

· when Ghandi(?) was asked what is your message: “I am my message” – that is how Mark saw Jesus

· so in our NT reading today (Mark 1.21-28) Jesus enters the synagogue and casts an evil spirit out of one of the people there

· now we can talk about what actually happened here – what sort of condition

· physiological, psychiatric, simpler emotional problem, or purely spiritual?

· but this was symbolic action:  demonstrating that there is evil where you would not expect it – in the synagogue, and Jesus casts it out

· (in the next chapter Jesus chooses Levi a tax collector as a disciple – another symbolic act – what does it say?)

· so this short gospel is peppered with miracles and healings – as it is the power of God that can transform everything

6.  Finally, to follow Jesus is a big issue in Mark’s Gospel 
     – although important in them all

John Vincent – Methodist minister in inner-city in Sheffield for 40 years, and a Mark scholar:

· We usually say ‘get your head right first’ or ‘get your heart right first’

· Jesus does it all upside down – get your feet right first – FOLLOW ME

· Jesus starts with the feet “Come and follow me” – Simon, Andrew, James & John

· Then he moves to the stomach – “Gets his disciples to share a meal with him and tax collectors

· Leave something behind: House, brothers, sisters, mother, father, children, land, possessions, job or wealth 

· Share things in common

· Only in chapter 8 – “who do you think I am?” – cf. nurture

Often pointed out: “Jesus did not ask us to worship him but to follow him “

SUMMARY

A gospel with a mission – unashamedly biased

A gospel with action and energy – where what is done counts for more than what is said

A gospel with a passion for change – for all people
– especially for the Beggars, the Dependents, the Sinners and the Deprived

The Good News was and is:  “God has come with a new beginning in Jesus Christ”

Can we let this gospel address us – and change us?

Prayer

Jesus, you carried Good News to us

by what you did, and not just by what you said.

But with your words you called 

Simon, Andrew, James, John and many others to follow you

and you call us today with the same words.

Give us the courage to leave something behind

and move towards those today

who are maybe shamed, disfigured or powerless.

Then maybe we will see our own need of you

in the faces of those you lead us to meet.

Amen.

